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A H O R S E WA L K S
OUT OF THE RIVER

I was five months pregnant and already feeling intolerably full.
My body slumped so much more heavily than a one-pound

fetus should warrant. I had begun to wonder if my husband

hadn’t given me a child but was instead filling me, night by

night, with cement like he filled all those trucks at the factory

during the day. I lay in bed in the mornings, hard to move,

wishing that I could pluck the mass right out of my womb,

just to ease the stretch.

I would only rise, with preternatural strength, when our

three children began to whimper with hunger. My husband

would already be in the kitchen, eating his insubstantial break-

fast of toast and milk. He would leave for work, the children

would leave for school, and I would stay home. Purportedly,

I was preparing for the labour of birth, but my hours were

never my own. I cleaned, made dinner, and, before I knew

what time it was, the children were home. Usually my husband
returned late at night and ate dinner while the children slept

or worked on their small, mysterious projects in their rooms.

I would sit with him at the kitchen table until he put his dishes
aside and we went to our own room together. Sometimes he

would come home even later, with the wood, sugar, and vinegar

smell of a cheap bar on his coat. I didn’t say anything on those

nights. I sat with him as usual at the kitchen table, silently

envying him his liquors, until we retired finally to our room.

And so, all through the waking hours, my family, my house,

and sometimes even my neighbours, demanded energy, attention,

and rations. By each day’s end I felt dust motes floating over

me as though I were the great dark blue of an empty bed.

I wouldn’t refuse anything my husband offered me when we

were alone. It was such a rare pleasure to have something to take.

One night, he came home but didn’t meet me in the kitchen.

He dropped off his things and went back outside. The door

was ajar. I could hear him fumbling with paper. He must’ve

gotten it at work and not had a chance to read it before he

came home. I envied him his letter as I had often envied him

his brandy. I admit that I didn’t envy the dust that caked his

skin while he worked and which must have surely been

smudging the pages he was reading.

He came inside a few minutes later and didn’t speak of

the letter. Not that night, nor any other night. I never spoke of

it either, even though I read it the same night he received it.
After he fell asleep, I pored over it as the moonlight poured

over me while I stood hunched by the kitchen window. The

letter was from a nameless young woman whose fiancé worked
in the same factory as my husband did. Her boyfriend had

gotten caught in the machinery. His skeleton was crushed to

fine grit, his fluids smoothly pressed from his skin. He hardly
changed the texture of the cement, apparently. His fiancé

believed he must now be immortalized in a wall or a foundation.

She wondered what kind of architecture he had become. Later

that night, I lay in bed, very tired, but I couldn’t sleep.

In the morning, once my husband and children were gone,

I made the ten-minute walk through quiet streets and quaint

houses to the river, carrying apples. I was trying to remember

what my grandmother had said about the horse who wasn’t

quite a horse. There was something one was supposed to do —

or perhaps there was something one wasn’t supposed to do —

when waterside. I had never listened to my grandmother

closely when I was young. After she died, I kept searching

my memory for her folktales but found only scraps of paper.

Standing on the bridge, I held the apples out over the water.

I whistled. I nickered. I waited. I felt foolish. Then I went home.
The next day I went down to the river with one hand full

of oats and the other full of sugar. I tried speaking to the creature.

All I heard was the whipping wind. I threw the oats and the

sugar into the water and watched the particles float away

from one another. Then I went home.

On the third day, I brought nothing. I leaned on the

bridge railing, picking at a scab on my knuckle, wondering

what it would be like to drown. When I got home, I noticed

that the back of my hand was bleeding.

The next day, I didn’t go to the river. I slowly dragged

my body twenty minutes down the main road to get to the

store. Among the fresh produce, an old woman approached

me. Her hair, which she wore tied behind head, stretched all

the way down to her tailbone.

“You look lost,” she said. I straightened my back and

tried to seem purposeful. To be lost, even to look lost, is to

be vulnerable.

“I’m not lost,” I said.

“What are you trying to find?” she asked.

“Carrots,” I said, forgetting whether that was true.

“Really?” she said. Then she laughed. Her teeth were

extraordinarily large and square. “Let me see your hand.”
She took my palm, as though she was about to read my
lifeline. “Do you play an instrument?”

“No. Never.” I wondered why I had said it so forcefully.

“Would you like to learn?” she asked.

“What are you trying to sell me?” I asked in return.

“Sell you?” She looked offended. “I’m trying to give you

something.”

“Give me what?”

“I want to teach you to play the lyre.”

“For what price?”

“None.”

“Why would you do that?”

“I have been making lyres all my life. I have many.

They are very beautiful. But I am getting old and they need

so much care that my arthritic hands can’t give them. I need

someone to help me. I can’t afford to pay, but in return for

their assistance I will teach them to play the lyre.”

“That’s it? You won’t keep a tab for the lessons? Maybe

expect them buy a lyre from you?”
“No.”

“It sounds suspicious,” I said, surprised by my own forth-

rightness. “I don’t know if I believe you.” She laughed again.
“All right,” she said. “I can’t make you.”

“No. You can’t. Goodbye,” I said, hurrying out of the store,

forgetting to buy anything at all.

Dinner that night was oddly bare. Steamed rice and

boiled potatoes. My children didn’t say anything but picked

at their food disinterestedly. When my husband got home

later, I sat with him at the kitchen table while he ate and he

didn’t say anything either. After he went up to bed, I began to

systematically close the curtains in the house. As I approached

the kitchen window, I saw movement in the yard. I stepped

closer, cupped my hands around my eyes, and pressed my

face toward the glass. The figure was small, human, and walking

tentatively, the way older people do. I thought of the woman

from the store and decided to go outside. The yard was

motionless by the time I reached it. I sighed and went to bed.
The next morning, I went outside to go back to the store

to buy the vegetables I’d forgotten the day before. Our walk-

way to the road was covered with muddy hoofprints. I hurried

to the store, wishing we had a car, looking constantly over my

shoulder for the old woman, though I knew I had little reason

to expect to see her.

I returned to the store every day that week, unsure of

whether I was hoping to see her or afraid to see her. She was
never there.

The following week, I walked down to the river and sat

on the bank.

“What are you doing here?” a voice asked me. I turned

around and there was the old woman. What was I doing there?
“I don’t know,” I said.

“Come and see my lyres,” she said.
“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Everyone calls me Flossie,” she said. “Or Flo. Use which-

ever you like.” She turned and walked away as though she

knew I would follow her. I did. She didn’t look like a faun and

lyres, so far as I knew, were nothing like flutes.

Flossie lived in one of the stately old Victorians in the nice

part of town, not far from the store.

“Do you live here by yourself?” I asked, as she put my

coat into the foyer closet.

“Now I do,” she replied.

I’d never seen a lyre before but Flossie had an entire room

devoted to them. They reposed in stands, they hung upon the

walls. She told me that lyres come in many forms, but all of

hers were small, horseshoe-shaped harps with seven strings.

“Play,” Flossie said, handing me one.
“I don’t know how,” I replied.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “They sound pretty no matter

what you do.” She was right, though when she played them,

the lyres sounded much lovelier.

I began to go to Flossie’s house five times a week, for two

hours. During the first hour, I helped her clean and repair the

lyres. During the second, she taught me to play. For a month

and a half we continued like that and the housework suffered.

Dinner was always rushed. Yet I was pleased, for my playing
had begun to sound somewhat graceful. As I fell asleep at

night, I rehearsed finger patterns on the palm of my hand.

When my baby was born, I brought her with me for lessons

with Flossie, who seemed to be delighted by her and offered

her strings to pluck.

“Do you have children?” I asked Flossie once.

“Of course not,” she said.

All too soon, I had to return to work.

“I won’t be able to come here anymore during the day,”

I told Flossie, regretfully, after one of our lessons.

“Then come in the evenings,” she said. “Or on weekends.”

“I can’t. I’ll be looking after my children, my husband,

the house. I can’t do all of that and work and come for lessons.

I just can’t.”

“Nix as you wish,” Flossie said.

“I don’t wish,” I said, annoyed. “Of course I don’t want to

go back to work. God knows I have enough to do already. But

we need the money. There’s no helping it.”
Flossie shrugged in reply.

“Thank you for all of the lessons,” I said, tersely, rising to leave.

“Come back someday if you have time. Even just once,”

Flossie offered. My smile was tense.
“I’ll try,” I said.

“Before I die,” she said.

“Are you dying?” I asked.

“Who knows? I’m old,” Flossie replied.

“Like I said, I’ll try. Goodbye for now,” I said.

“Fare you well,” Flossie said, sounding as archaic as she

was. I walked home to make dinner, picking at my knuckles

the whole way.

For months, I didn’t visit Flossie. I tended to my children

and my husband and my home and my work. I was exhausted

all the time. When I went to bed at night, I thought of nothing,

but fell asleep immediately. Then, suddenly, a year had passed.
I went to Flossie’s house one Sunday, leaving my four

children with my husband. There was no answer at the door

and the windows were dark. I peered inside, but could discern
little. The next Saturday, I went back again, but the house looked

the same. For the next week, I got up a half hour earlier than
usual in the morning and dragged myself, weary-limbed, to
the river. Once I saw a black swan there, but no one else.

For days, I only shuffled about when I was at home, doing

almost nothing. My husband asked me what was wrong. I had

never told him about my music lessons. There was no good

way to tell him of the hours I spent playing while he had to

work all day.

“I just wish I had an instrument to make music with,” I said.

“You’ve never played an instrument before,” he said.

“Have you?”

“Once,” I said.

That year, for my birthday, my husband gave me a tin

whistle. It had a shrill, fluty sound. Sometimes I played it, for

I knew it was all we could afford, and sometimes I avoided it,

for I knew it was all we could afford. And where was Flossie?

I wondered. Sitting in another house full of beautiful instru-

ments? Or lying in a grave with them all instead?

I have never seen Flossie again and I have never gone

looking for her. Still I dream every night that I am in a field

of wildflowers, riverside, plucking a lyre once more.
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